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Water Economy for 
Lawns and Gardens 
To obtain the best results from lawns and 
gardens requires relatively frequent irrigations 
over the hot dry summer. 
Unfortunately the amount of water used in 
the Perth Metropolitan Area during summer has 
often overtaxed water supplies and distribution 
facilities, especially after dry winters and dur-
ing heatwave conditions. Lawn and garden 
watering accounts for most summer water con-
sumption. 
Much of the summer water consumption 
occurs because it is widely believed that heavy 
summer watering is necessary. Householders 
often mistakenly water heavily to keep their 
gardens green and growing. Many may not 
realise that gardens can be kept vigorous and 
healthy with much less water than is com-
monly applied. 
In country areas where water is not so 
readily available wasteful watering of lawns 
and gardens is rare. However, it is often 
possible to increase the efficiency of water use 
by understanding plant needs and application 
techniques. 
Watering a lawn 
Buffalo and couch, the most common lawn 
grasses, send roots deep into the soil but their 
main feeder roots remain in the surface 60 
cm. Water equal to about 25 mm of rain is 
required to wet this surface layer. More than 
25 mm, applied at a single application, will 
drain beyond the main root zone and carry 
away valuable plant nutrients. 
Water applied to lawns is used by the plant 
in growing or lost through evaporation or 
drainage beyond the root zone. Average plant 
use and evaporative loss increases after Sep-
tember to a maximum 50 mm per week in 
mid-summer. 
A sensible watering programme is thus to 
apply about 25 mm per application to wet the 
soil to the bottom of the main feeder root 
zone. More than 25 mm per application may 
drain beyond the root zone and more than 
50 mm per week in successive waterings will 
only be wasted. 
In heavier soils the water holding capacity 
is higher and 25 mm will wet perhaps only 
15 cm of soil or less. Similarly roots may well 
penetrate only 30 cm or so and it is not neces-
sary to wet the soil to 60 cm. As the heavier 
soil holds considerably more water it may be 
necessary to put on 50 mm or more of water 
each time. 
The intervals between waterings are neces-
sarily longer on heavy soils than on light, 
sandy soils and this should always be borne 
in mind to prevent overwatering. 
By K. S. Cole, Adviser, Irrigation Branch 
Although timing of applications must be 
judged by weather conditions, a common mis-
take is to water too frequently. Daily, or 
very frequent light waterings encourage roots 
to grow near the surface and make the lawn 
more and more dependent on surface moisture. 
Less frequent, thorough waterings encourage 
deeper root activity. 
Less frequent watering also has the follow-
ing advantages: 
• Less water is lost through evaporation. 
• Less water is applied overall. 
• Average daily watering time is reduced. 
• The lawn develops a capacity for drought 
tolerance. This reduces the lawn's water 
requirements and is very convenient if the 
lawn is not watered during weekends or short 
holidays. 
To develop drought tolerance, watering 
frequency should be reduced gradually over 
about a month. The reduction should start as 
early in summer as possible. 
How the water should be applied 
Many sprinklers differ greatly in their output 
rates. As a general guide, at normal pressures 
with a 12 mm hose, most sprinklers discharge 
about 13 litres a minute. Depending on the 
size of the spray pattern this may be equivalent 
to an application of 8 to 40 mm of water per 
hour. No sprinkler has an even distribution 
pattern but some are better than others. 
To check the output and distribution of a 
sprinkler, a number of small, shallow, vertical-
sided pans should be placed randomly under 
the spray pattern. (One pan is insufficient as 
rates vary at different points in the spray pat-
tern.) The average water depth measured from 
several pans after a timed sprinkling will 
indicate how much water is going onto the 
lawn or garden. This information can be used 
to tell when the sprinkler should be shifted. 
The high water pressures supplied at metro-
politan mains can cause severe misting with 
some sprinklers. This fine dispersion of water 
greatly increases evaporation and drift losses 
but the problem can be overcome by slowly 
turning off the tap until misting disappears. 
For most sprinklers, the area covered is not 
much affected by a partial pressure reduction 
but watering efficiency is greatly enhanced by 
the reduced pressure. Wetting patterns should 
overlap by at least 50 per cent—a higher per-
centage is better. 
Water is best applied at evening or early 
morning when wind speed and evaporation are 
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low. A lot of water may be lost by evaporation 
if watering is done at mid-day. Watering in 
a strong wind should be avoided. 
Lawn maintenance 
Lawns need more than water to remain healthy 
and attractive. Good maintenance is essential 
if they are to withstand summer stress condi-
tions. Common reasons for the poor appear-
ance of lawns are inadequate fertiliser, insect 
damage, wear through constant use and the 
formation of impermeable layers by dead leaf 
material on the surface and packing of the 
subsoil. 
The formation of impermeable layers 
through a combination of the build up of dead 
material and wear by treading or car tyres is 
a frequent cause of lawn deterioration. Water 
and nutrients are unable to penetrate the soil 
and the roots become trapped in the surface 
few centimetres. Loosening the surface with 
a fork worked backwards and forwards breaks 
the impermeable layers and allows free penetra-
tion of water. 
Lawn pests are numerous and require 
specific treatments. Department of Agriculture 
Bulletin 3147 deals with this subject very fully. 
Other garden areas 
Many of the comments on lawns also apply to 
other garden areas. The daily "once-over" 
with a hand-held hose is time consuming and, 
in the case of established perennial plants, is 
wasteful and usually harmful. 
Although evaporation from deeper layers is 
reduced when the top-soil is dry, evaporation 
quickly dries the top few centimetres of bare 
soil. Five minutes spent with a 12 mm hose 
on a 3 m x 3 m flower bed will apply only 
enough to wet the top 10 to 15 cm, assuming 
it is evenly applied. Daily water applications 
are thus quickly lost through evaporation. 
Surface mulches of grass clippings, wood 
chips, pine bark, etc., reduce losses by evapora-
tion but daily light waterings which will be 
absorbed largely by the mulch do not help the 
plants and are quickly dried out. 
Unlike shrubs and other perennials, annual 
flowers and vegetables are shallow rooted and 
weekly watering is insufficient. Plants should 
be watched for signs of wilting and water 
applied when necessary. 
Trickle irrigation is becoming increasingly 
popular as an effective and convenient method 
of watering flower beds, shrubs and trees but 
not lawns. 
• This article is condensed from Department 
of Agriculture Bulletin 3923. Information 
about trickle irrigation for heme gardens is 
detailed in Bulletin 3933 and on sprinkler 
selection for lawns and gardens in Bulletin 
3934. 
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